Assessing psychiatric patients' competency to agree to treatment plans.
The issue of therapists' liability for patients who commit suicide may depend on whether courts view the suicidal patient as competent to decide to follow or not follow an agreed-upon treatment plan. Therapists have not been found liable for malpractice when courts have viewed a patient's decision not to seek help when feeling suicidal as being voluntary rather than reflecting global incompetence due to mental illness. The author offers practical suggestions, including sets of specific questions, for assessing and documenting a psychiatric patient's competency to agree to a treatment plan. An important element of the procedure is direct assessment of the patient's understanding of the risks of withholding information from caretakers and the benefits of providing it. Such competency assessments can facilitate clinical management of patients and can also help reduce the risk of malpractice liability resulting from patients' suicide.